Closing the achievement gap is one of the most talked about issues within the United States education system. The achievement gap refers to disproportionality in rates of achievement between white students and students of color. The question should not be how one closes the achievement gap but what factors contribute to the achievement gap and how these factors can be addressed. This paper looks at the achievement gap between white and black students on a national level, focusing on research addressing different factors pertaining to the gap. Five main factors contribute to the achievement gap between white and black students: neighborhood segregation, socioeconomic status, parent influence, school discipline and standardized testing. This thesis considers the role of each factor as it pertains to Portland Public School District's racial achievement gap as evidenced by high school graduation rates, test scores, and dropout rates.
Introduction the school's data, African American students had lower GPAs, did not perform as well on standardized tests, and were less likely to be enrolled in honors classes. Students of color made up more than 50% of the school population but only 20 students of these students ranked among the top 100 students in 2001 and 75% of the failing grades that year were given to students of color. Lakeside belonged to the Minority Student Achievement Network (MSAN), a national organization of suburban school district focused on addressing racial gaps in achievement.
MSAN research showed that 50% of White students belonging to MSAN school districts reported GPAs of A or A-, while only 15% of African American students were in this range.
Conversely, 44% of African American students reported a GPA of C+ or lower, while only 14% of Whites reported grades in the below average range. Diamond states that although better than segregated schools, integrated schools have still failed to create equal opportunity for all students. Card and Rothstein's research and Diamond's study provides insight that neighborhood segregation does not contribute to the academic achievement alone but is a contributing factor to the gap, producing evidence that although the gap is existent in integrated schools, it appears at a higher rate within segregated cities.
Socioeconomic Status
Researchers have examined socioeconomic status as a determinate in the achievement gap, however wealth is often not included in conceptualizations of this factor (normally income, educational attainment, and occupational prestige are viewed as the sufficient indicators of the socioeconomic factor. Orr (2003) argues that wealth is not only a determinant of achievement but adds to the test score achievement gap between black and white students. Orr's theory is that wealth is a form of economic capital that can be "cashed in" for other forms of capital, such as social or cultural). Wealth as an economic capital can allow parents to purchase educational resources for their children such as books, computers, private schooling, and raise their status symbol in school. Research has shown that many black students come from families with lower levels of wealth, meaning these children have less access to financial, human, cultural, and social capital. With lower levels of financial capital, these students have less access to the resources listed above. Having restricted access to these resources provides them with a lower cultural capital, overall lowering their human capital and academic achievement. Because black and white families differ in the amount of wealth and financial capital they possess, wealth can explain the overall achievement gap between black and white students.
The socioeconomic status of a student does not start as they enter high school; instead the child's socioeconomic status can have an effect on the achievement gap before the child even enters the K-12 system. Duncan and Magnuson (2005) produced an article considering whether the SES of families affects the school readiness among preschoolers. The data concluded the average SES of black kindergarteners was more than two-thirds of a standard deviation below that of white students. The study found that on average, black students' academic skills lag behind their white peers. Due to having higher chances of coming from a low socioeconomic family, black students are more likely not to attend preschool (unless enrolled in a Head Start program). This lack in early childhood education, can lead to students being behind when entering the K-12 education system, thus adding to the achievement gap before even entering school.
Parental Influence
In the American society, the idea of parental involvement benefitting students in the classroom has been so appealing, that many educators and researchers have considered parental involvement an important factor in achievement. Fan and Chen (2001) conducted a metaanalysis to combine the quantitative literature on the relationship between parental involvement and student achievement. Through this study, they followed three age cohorts based on grade level of child in order to see if/how parental influence changes over time. The research found that there was a 12 point standard deviation between black and white children's achievement.
The research found that when looking at family background, the grandparents of black children have lower educational attainment than that of white children's grandparents. About 40% of white children had a maternal grandparent with some form of higher education; fewer than 15% of black children have a grandparent with a similar educational background. Looking at the mother's background, research shows that 14% of black mothers were under the age of 20, and 31% were receiving welfare. This compares to four percent and five percent of white mothers respectively. Black children are also significantly more likely to live in a household with a single mother or a large family at 60% compared to white children at 14%. It is also shown that white children are more likely to live with both parents present (82%) compared to 33% of black students.
School Discipline
While many researchers have focused on achievement gaps based on academic performance, how the disproportionate suspension and expulsion rates may play into the achievement gap has received less attention. Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera (2010) present the notion that schools tend to rely heavily on exclusion from the classroom as the main disciplinary strategy, and the practice of doing so has a disproportionate impact of students of color. The use of this exclusion technique as a discipline practice may contribute to the racial gaps in achievement. The Children's Defense Fund first brought discipline disproportionality to national attention, when showing that black students were two to three times more likely to be suspended than their white peers. In 2003 almost one in five black students were suspended compared to the fewer than one in ten white students. According to Gregory et al. (2010) a nationally representative survey of 74,000 tenth graders found that 50 percent of black students reported having ever been expelled compared with about 20 percent of white students. In many schools, large proportions of students receive at least one suspension, typically resulting in missed instructional time, which could lead to academic failure and disengagement. The disciplinary practice used most widely throughout the United States is the principal's office or throw out method, causing students to miss valuable class time. This missed time may contribute to lowered academic performance among students in the greatest need for improvement. Arcia (2006) followed two demographically similar cohorts, comparing the variable of at least one suspension to no suspensions. Within a year, suspended students were already three grade levels behind their nonsuspended peers in reading skills. Two years later the cohort that had been suspended was almost five years behind their nonsuspended peers.
Studies of the relationship between achievement and student discipline have shown that when taking grade point average into account, race remains a predictor of academic suspension (Gregory et al., 2010) . Kinsler (2013) poses the question whether variation in discipline policy has any effect on the achievement gap. Research showed that suspended students were significantly more likely to be male, retained, disabled, and coming from households with lower educational attainment. When this discipline was changed in terms of the teachers' perspective on the discipline gap, the rates of these students lowered. Overall there needs to be a change in the way discipline is addressed and how teachers need to address students of a different culture than their own.
Standardized Tests
As mentioned earlier, standardized tests have become a major way in which the achievement gap is measured across the nation, but do these tests actually have an effect on the achievement gap itself? According to Steele and Aronson (1995) the stereotype threat causes many students to perform lower on standardized tests. In researching SAT differences between black and white college students, Black participants performed worse than White participants when tests were presented as a means of measuring ability. If the student perceives that a significant portion of the test is within their capability, they may be able to surpass the stereotype threat. When a student does not have this perception of themselves, the group stereotype becomes relevant as an explanation and undermines performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995) . This stereotype threat causes many students to lose their potential and feel that they are just another statistic. This sense of thinking comes with state standardized tests and puts more pressure on students of color than their white counterparts. The factor of standardized tests along with the others mentioned in this thesis are all intertwined in the city of Portland, Oregon and contribute to the achievement gap within the Portland Public School District.
Background of Multnomah County
Oregon has had a long and troubled racial history. In 1844 laws were passed to not only ban slavery from the state but also all Blacks. Five years later another law was passed prohibiting entrance to African Americans; this was overturned by the passage of the 14 th Amendment. "…those who left didn't move to nicer areas. Pushed out by gentrification, most settled on the city's eastern edges, according to the census data, where the sidewalks, grocery stores, and parks grow sparse, and access to public transit is limited. As a result, the part of Portland famous for its livability -for charming shops and easy transit, walkable streets and abundant bike paths -increasingly belongs to affluent whites. ( In order to obtain economic mobility within current day society, one must obtain a high school diploma. Most would think that black students aren't achieving as well due to the higher levels of poverty, however there would be an expectation that higher income black students would achieve reaching a high school diploma at the same rate as their white middle class peers. The graduation rate for blacks however, is nearly equal across socioeconomic status compared to that of white peers, in which having a higher socioeconomic status increases the graduation rate by One of the main causes of low graduation rates is high percentages of school expulsion and suspension. Within Multnomah County, the rate of expulsion and suspension has gone both up and down over the years, but has constantly stayed at a higher rate for African American students than their white counterparts. This is interesting considering that researchers have not found evidence as to why these students are getting removed from the classroom at such alarming rates. Because of such high poverty rates, many parents are unable to provide their child with the resources they need in order to do well in school. This then is up to our schools to provide students with supports and materials in which they can utilize to achieve greatness; however currently the Portland Public School District is falling behind in this aspect.
Issues within the Portland Public School District
Although Portland Public School (PPS) District serves a majority of Portland's youth, there have been major issues within the educational system. These issues include unsatisfactory rates of achievement for students, persistent achievement gaps for students of color and students African American students were considered on track to graduate by 9 th grade. This not only leads into the argument of an achievement gap, but also shows that PPS is not serving minority students effectively.
Achievement Gap:
There is a 20 to 50 percentage point gap between white students and the lowest performing students of color in terms of graduation rates, 10 th grade benchmarks and core credit completion in 10 th grade, and ACT test scores.
Graduation Rates:
In combining minority and white students, the graduation rate is only between 53.6% and 68.6%.
Variable Graduation Rates:
If each high school is looked at by itself, the graduation rate ranges from 42% to 89% using the Oregon Department of Education Cohort Rate.
ACT Scores: 55% of juniors attending PPS scored ready in English, 47% in Reading, 39%
in Math, and 26% in Science. Only 25% of seniors were college ready in three of four areas of the test. This is way below where the rate should be, as according to the district's milestones, state students should score college ready in at least three of four areas by their senior year.
Student Perceptions of College:
According to a senior survey in 2008, 54.7% of senior students attending a Portland Public High School stated that they planned on attending college after graduation. In actuality, the highest college entry rate has been 43% while the lowest was 36.8%.
College Persistence and Entry Rates:
Only about 27% of all PPS graduates go on to complete a four year university degree within six years. 62% of graduates enter some form of college (2 or 4 year) within a year of graduation.
The above information from Resolution 4236 (2010) only mentioned race in a few of the statistics and shows that Portland Public School District is not only behind in serving the students of color but also white students as well. This means that students of color are even more likely to fall behind, especially African American students. Figure 4 shows the cohort graduation rates for 2011 within the different Multnomah County school districts. This chart shows that Portland Public School District performed the second worse in graduating their black students.
Source: Multnomah Coalition for Communities of Color.
As stated before with a decrease in graduation rate, an increase in the rate of discipline of the students follows. Figure 8 shows the relative rate index for which black students are suspended or expelled compared to the white students within the same school. Portland Public School
District once again has the second highest with a rate of about three and a half to one.
With the increase in school discipline, comes the decrease of classroom time. A lower amount of classroom time means the student is retaining less information, and will ultimately do worse on their standardized testing. Figure 9 is a portion of the Portland Public School District 2010-2011 report card. Highlighted is the fact that 39%, 63%, 62% of black students within Portland Public Schools did not meet the state standards in language arts, mathematics, and science respectively, compared to 11%, 23%, and 17% of white students.
Source: Portland Public School District
With these major issues affecting all of the students at Portland Public School but specifically the black students, why hasn't something been changed? What can/should be changed? Is there a way to start creating equity within the Portland Public School District, giving equal opportunities to the African American students within the classroom?
Implementations of Change
The biggest concern facing the children of today is whether they will receive an equitable education no matter where they are attending school. As of right now the Portland Public School District is trying to strive towards this goal, however certain factors have to be addressed in the school setting that are causing schools to fail. Neighborhood segregation, socioeconomic status, parental influence, school discipline/teacher involvement, and standardized testing need to be addressed within the classroom and not used as excuses to why administration can't fully address the achievement gap.
Addressing Neighborhood Segregation
Most would be unsure how to address this issue within a school setting; however the main occurrence with neighborhood segregation is that many of the low income and failing schools are in areas highly populated by people of color. Due to No Child Left Behind, students are given a free pass to transfer out of a failing school into a passing one. This is the case for schools in Portland, specifically Jefferson High School located between Alberta and Killingsworth. Students in the neighborhood that feel they need to succeed in their education will often transfer out of Jefferson because they don't want to have a college see that they came from a failing high school. When the student transfers the money that pays for the student goes with them. This means that the non-failing schools are actually taking money from the schools that are failing, causing them to continue to fail due to not having the proper resources for their students.
To keep the funding within the school, transfers should be eliminated. Most would say this isn't fair to students who want to achieve, however if transfers are eliminated more money and resources can be implemented into the school. If there is a necessity for transfers, than money
should not transfer with the child, but stay in the neighborhood school that the child should be attending.
Combatting Socioeconomic Status
Many students that come into the classroom from a low SES family often do not have the supports they need in order to succeed within the classroom. While many middleclass children are enrolled in summer camps to harness and retain information from the classroom, children facing poverty do not often receive this luxury. Many of these students don't even have the supplies at home that one might find in a classroom, such as books, coloring utensils, calculators, etc. For this reason there needs to be investments in school supports that youth need to excel academically. This would entail providing text and computer accessibility to students that are unable to access this at home. Faculty need to invest in afterschool programs and even summer supports that promote positive development that some families may not be able to provide. In order to start combating socioeconomic status within the classroom, one has to offer both the child and the family the supports they need, that they may not receive otherwise.
Increasing Parental Involvement
Being a parent in a low SES household is difficult, especially if you are a single parent. 
Counteracting School Discipline
School discipline has mainly been seen in the form of referrals, suspension, and other forms of removal from the classroom. Many of the students learn that they can get out of learning or doing the work when this occurs because they may not have someone monitoring them. The removal from the classroom is detrimental in both the student's education and the relationship between students and teachers. At times behavior may get to the point where suspension or removal from the classroom is needed; however faculty should utilize the inschool suspension method. Using this method would include providing meaningful engagement and supports for the child. These supports need to be both academic and problem-solving skills to help the student learn coping skills with the disruptive behavior. Teachers need to be given training to work with students of different backgrounds, giving them experience with how to handle students that are culturally different from themselves. Teachers also need to be aware of a cultural bias that may occur in their classroom. They need to review each month the list of students they referred to administration, keeping track of the ration of black to white students they are writing up and the reasoning for each write up. Teachers and administration have to be held accountable for disparities of suspension and expulsion, monitor for bias, and be provided with training in alternatives to exclusionary methods.
Changing Standardized Testing
Standardized testing has not only been shaped by a stereotype threat, but has also created a way for teachers to be evaluated. Many teachers are forced to teach to the test, meaning they are evaluated on how well students perform and how many students pass the standardized exams.
Teachers have to stick to a strict curriculum and many move on before students even have a
chance to grasp what they are doing. If teachers do not get their numbers within the passing range, they not only are blamed for contributing to a failing school but some are cut from their position. This is due to the lack of funding the school receives because of those failing scores being blamed on the teacher. For these reasons standardized testing needs to be eliminated as a way to evaluate teachers. Instead of how well their students do on a standardized test, they will be graded on the improvement of their students through grades, unit testing, and end of the year evaluations. At the beginning of each unit teachers will make a goal statement. This statement addresses what they plan to accomplish in the unit, when they would like to accomplish it by, how they will accomplish their goal, and the estimated percentage of students that will reach this goal. This goal statement will then be presented to administrators, parents, and students in order to keep the teacher accountable to their plan.
Discussion
Although educators cannot directly change the underlying factors leading to the achievement gap, they can take action to help the students overcome these limitations. So if it is so simple why has no one implemented this form of student support before? The simple answer is race. Although many people have access to the statistics about school districts, and specifically Portland Public School District, they choose to address things other than race as if to tip-toe around the subject. Portland is a very white city, leaving people of color in a very poor position.
Although people will not directly say it, institutional racism is a large part in why nothing has been about the persistent gap in achievement.
Conclusion
Many believe that it is the student's fault as to why they are not performing as well as their white peers, or it is the fault of the school they attend. In order for educators to truly help students overcome the achievement gap, they first need to evaluate how they may be contributing by not addressing the factors black students may face that white children may not. These students have entered a race to achieve success; the black students were put on a track with hurdles labeled neighborhood segregation, socioeconomic status, parent involvement, school discipline, and standardized tests. The white students have been given a free lane, clear of having to jump every one of the hurdles the black students have to face in order to succeed. Educators have to learn how to coach these students to help them jump these hurdles. The achievement gap has been argued about and discussed for many years, but this gap is not what needs to be addressed in order to solve the problem. The underlying factors that create hurdles for black students need to be brought to the forefront of education. These are the things that need to be discussed and addressed within the school system. Without removing these hurdles to the best of our abilities the race remains unfair, leaving black students further and further behind until they can no longer see the finish line of obtaining their educational success.
